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WHAT’S IN YOUR TOOL BOX? 
 
Dr. Elizabeth Tindle, QUT. 
 
From time to time we hear colleagues referring to their “tool box” of 
skills and options from which they can select, sometimes almost 
automatically, an appropriate technique, theory or framework to meet the 
requirements of a client. The “toolbox” metaphor can be interpreted as 
having an eclectic connotation which to some therapists smacks of bitty, 
disjointed or even inferior. However, this author argues a case for all 
therapists to develop a complex and well stocked tool box to meet the 
rich and varied array of challenges presented in therapy. Having the 
equivalent of only one tool or the variations of a single tool will seriously 
limit the success of therapeutic outcomes. (A hammer or mallet works on 
the same principle, technique or skill and can’t fix everything). 
 
Before examining the solution to this issue there are a number of thought 
provoking questions it might be useful to ask. Do you know what is in 
your toolbox? How did you acquire these tools that you use? Are there 
any new tools that you need? Where will you get them from? Do old tools 
wear out and have to be replaced or repaired? In therapy are we trying to 
“fix” everything with one favourite tool? Have we too limited a selection 
for the difficult presenting situations we are confronted with daily? 
To continue the analogy: Do we need some SANDPAPER in the box to 
help shed a veneer? Or some SILVER POLISH to assist in the removal of 
tarnish? What about SUPER GLUE to mend a shattered “soul” or 
STICKY TAPE for short term help with coping? The latter is a bit too 
femmer for lasting healing but it might keep the client whole until 
tomorrow. Maybe we require the therapeutic equivalent of a WRENCH 
or PLIERS in our tool box to extricate that square peg from a round hole 
and assist in his/her liberation. Have we a VICE in there to hold a 
slippery character in one place, long enough to make a difference or a 
PUNCH to make an “impression” literally.  
 
When raw edges or ‘warts’ require addressing, can we PLANE them 
away with a particular skill or will the change come by using a specific 
SOLUTION from the box? 
We have to choose and our clients have to choose; to decide the most 
appropriate for themselves. What’s working? We can use our therapeutic 
SPIRIT-LEVEL to ensure balance in their lives or use the MITRE 
equivalent to check or correct the progression from the chaos of trauma to 
calmer more structured lives. 
 
As a beginning psychologist we may not have very much in our tool box. 
It may be small and shallow. We will need to borrow from our 
supervisor’s or a colleague’s tool box. Once borrowed, learned and used 
effectively the tools become part of learner’s own repertoire. The 
experienced practitioner may have a deep and vast tool box, bursting at 
the seams; a veritable treasure chest.  It too will require some renewal of 
well used and well worn tools. Some have to be taken to a hardware store 
to be sharpened (updating professional development) or they may be 
sharpened or maintained at home (with reading, researching or viewing). 
Experienced practitioners, the master artisans of their trade, share both 
their tools and their expertise in using these tools, with apprentices 
especially their own apprentice (provisionally registered psychologists). 
Using an example in the art world, Titian, Michelangelo and Raphael 
encouraged their apprentices to train on the job and learn from the 
Master. The apprentices worked with actual masterpieces (real clients). 
 
How do psychologists ensure that they have a superb, first class, top 
quality set of tools in their tool box? Unfortunately there is no one stop 
shop for acquiring new therapeutic knowledge, skills and techniques. 
They can not visit the local Bunning’s hardware store and purchase what 
they need over the counter. Instead psychologist will need ongoing 
training and transformation through various professional development 
paths. These include 1) workshops, seminars, conferences and lectures on 
specific learning. 2) Networking with other practitioners and academics 
in their profession. 3) Reading widely and selectively from prominent 
refereed journals and other publications from the popular press to the top 
scientific journal, Nature. 4) Being introspective and reflective and 
writing ideas and coalescing thoughts. 5) Following the current and 
historical work of the professional gurus as well as the literary and 
philosophical giants such as Shakespeare and the ancient and modern 
philosophers. 
 
Will the tool box ever be complete? Probably not as it is forever being 
checked and updated and replenished. A psychologist’s growth is a 
lifelong process whilst he/she is a practitioner responsible for others’ 
lives. Upon retiring it is not a matter of just “hanging up your boots”. It is 
more like closing your tool box and not updating it or maintaining the 
tools. Inevitably they will become rusty, dusty and ineffective.  
It behoves us to plan and prepare some of the learning, growth and 
practice we as individuals need in the forth-coming year. We need to 
identify how we intend to achieve our goals, satisfy our professional 
needs and reflect on the change this has had on us and our vital work with 
our clients.  
 
